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circumstances permitted. Extraordinary reports were reaching us in Almelo about the famine conditions in Amsterdam and The Hague. One ghoulish story was specially persistent; namely, that churches were being used as mortuaries in Amsterdam. One person, who had escaped through the lines, told me with great circumstantial detail how, in one church, the night watchman had to go round with a rattle to keep the rats away from devouring the bodies. Actually, when we finally entered Amsterdam I took some trouble to track this story down. One church, namely the Zuiderkerk, was in fact being used as a mortuary, but everything was decently and cleanly arranged, the bodies being separated by white screens. Ventilating fans sucked out the foul air, and there were huge bowls of disinfectant.
The Dutch were forced to use the same coffins over and over again. I was shown a pile of them with hinged bottoms. The corpse was taken to the grave in the coffin, then the bottom was swung open and it could be used again. Hunger in Amsterdam was largely hidden behind the brick walls, but here, in the Zuiderkerk, its scarcely human, withered victims were exposed.
To return, after this digression, to my chronological narrative. In the last days of April all fighting had stopped on the front that traversed the low country between the Zuider Zee and the Lek river to the east of Utrecht. The war was dying of inanition. When premature reports spread among the German troops that Himmler had made a surrender offer, advanced Canadian outposts heard the sounds of roystering and jubilation.
Direct negotiations were opened for sending food supplies, and a series of secret conferences were held at the village of Wageningen, between Arnhem and Utrecht. Major-General de Guingand, Chief of Staff of 21st Army Group, and Lieut.-General Bedell Smith, Chief of Staff to General Eisenhower, were the chief allied representatives. Limping two miles through the German lines to meet General Bedell Smith came Seyss Inquart, the Reichs Commissar for the Netherlands. The allied commanders had agreed that he should not be subjected to the indignity of being blindfolded, and he came, preceded by a white flag, peering anxiously through his thicktGOO, he captured the key battery at Mcrvillc. But that is another story—described in By Air to Battle, the olficial account published in 1945, to which I have also referred.  On the other hand
